Adrenergic and serotonergic receptor responsiveness in depression.
Preliminary results are presented from a series of studies designed to characterize the regulation of release/metabolism and receptor responsiveness in the noradrenergic and serotonergic systems in acutely depressed patients and depressed patients in remission. Abnormal regulation of noradrenaline release/metabolism might be expected to be associated with the acute state of depression, while abnormalities of adrenoceptor responsiveness were hypothesized to persist in remission. Growth hormone responses to clonidine were measured as indices partially reflecting alpha 2-adrenoceptor responsiveness. Blunted responses to clonidine were found in both acutely depressed patients and patients in remission. The possible implications of these findings for the pathophysiology of the noradrenergic system in depression are discussed. Prolactin responses to the serotonergic agonist and serotonin-releasing agent fenfluramine were evaluated in acutely depressed patients, patients in remission and controls. A subset of the depressed patients appeared to have blunted prolactin responses to fenfluramine. However, very preliminary results do not show any difference in this response between patients who were acutely ill and those in remission, although the variability in both groups was great. These and related findings are discussed in terms of a possible contributory role of the serotonergic system in depression.